The centenary of the birth of Samson Wright is an appropriate occasion to recall the life and work of this gifted individual, undoubtedly the greatest teacher of physiology of his generation and author of the world famous textbook Applied Physiology. I was taught physiology by Samson Wright when a student at the Middlesex Hospital Medical School in the 1 930s and the following biographical vignette is by way of a personal tribute to him. EARLY YEARS Samson Wright (Figure 1 ) was born on 5 May 1899 in Pinsk, Byelo-Russe (White Russia). His parents, Morris and Alice, were Jewish and emigrated to London when their firstborn son, Samson, was 2 years old. They later had two more sons, Aaron a rare honour at that time for a non-clinician4. In 1922 he married Miriam Maizels (a sister of Montague Maizels, professor of pathology, University College Hospital) and three daughters were born to them-Sheila, Sandra and Barbara.
RESEARCH An early interest of Samson Wright concerned the role of vitamins in nutrition and he was the author of the section on diet and dietetics in the Encyclopaedia Britannica (1929). His major original laboratory work involved the respiratory and circulatory effects of oxygen lack and carbon dioxide stimulation. A later interest was the role of chemical transmitters within the nervous system5. For ten years he represented the Physiological Society as the editor of the physiological section of British Abstracts , which came to be recognized worldwide as an indispensable publication6. TEACHER Samson Wright's lectures drew crowds of students both senior and junior, as well as many of the hospital consultants, who would sit at his feet to have some basic 484 ? . t AL ..Ad physiological principle of their specialty clarified. He had a wonderful technique of making a difficult problem appear simple. I still remember how he would stand with his coloured chalks in front of the blackboard and by means of elaborate diagrams explain some complex process.
Samson Wright's teaching differed from that of other teachers of physiology in that he encouraged preclinical medical students to correlate normal physiology with clinical medicine, and to this end he introduced a programme of clinical demonstrations to illustrate disturbed physiological mechanisms. Thus when dealing with the endocrine system he would demonstrate a case of Graves' disease or Addison's disease, and with the nervous system he would show a case of Bell's palsy or Parkinson's disease. He would relate also the historical background to these eponymous diseases, emphasizing Sir Charles Bell (1774-1842) who founded the medical school at the Middlesex Hospital in 1835.
The secret of his extraordinary reputation as a teacher of physiology lay in the enjoyment he himself derived from teaching. This was well expressed in the Talmudic quotation at the beginning of his Applied Physiology:
'Rabbi Akiab (in Roman captivity) to his favourite pupil Simeon ben Yochai: "My son, more than a calf wishes to suck does the cow yearn to suckle"' APPLIED PHYSIOLOGY The popularity of Samson Wright's course of physiology lectures for the primary Fellowship examination of the Royal College of Surgeons formed the basis of his Applied Physiology, which was first published in 1926 when he was aged 27. This textbook was an immediate best seller and became the physiological bible for medical students around the world. In the ensuing years no fewer than thirteen editions have appeared, the last one by Samson Wright alone being in 1952. Subsequent editions were revised by his proteges Cyril A Keele, Eric Neal and Norman Joels. Translations into French, Italian and Spanish were also published.
LATER YEARS
Samson Wright possessed an attractive personality and was popular among his students, affectionately referred to as Sammy Wright (Figure 2 ). His technique of posing provocative questions during lectures often produced embarrassment in the student subjected to this ordeal but it never led to any ill-feeling. He was generous with help to In the 1930s, when the Nazis began their persecution of Jewish scientists and doctors, who were forced to flee from their native land, Samson Wright became deeply involved in helping them to resettle. One of these was Professor Otto Loewi, whose pioneer work on acetylcholine in the nervous system earned him the Nobel Prize which he shared with Sir Henry Dale in 1936. students who sought his advice and took a personal interest IJOURNAL OF THE ROYAL SOCIETY OF MEDICINE Volume 92 September 1999 Samson Wright was also president of the British Committee of the Magen David Adom (the Israeli Red Cross) and of the British Committee of the Anti-Tuberculosis League of Israel. In 1956 he was honoured by having a Physiology Laboratory at the Jerusalem Medical School named after him8'9.
FINALE
In the post-war years Samson Wright's department at the Middlesex proceeded from strength to strength but in 1950 he was dealt a severe blow when his wife died suddenly as a result of a pulmonary embolism. This event, coupled with his unsparing scientific and communal activities, took a heavy toll on his physical health. Angina culminated in a serious coronary attack from which he took a long while to recover.
He returned to his normal routine but on 10 March 1956, while attending a dinner and ball at the Dorchester Hotel, London, in aid of the Friends of the Hebrew University he collapsed with a myocardial infarction and died in the Middlesex Hospital next morning.
His death at the early age of 57 shocked the medical world. On 15 April 1956 a memorial meeting was held at the University of Jerusalem and a plaque in the Samson Wright Physiology Laboratory was unveiled by his brother Aaron. On 19 April 1956 a second memorial meeting was held in the Senate House, University of London, attended by the great and the good. Eulogies were delivered by Colonel J J Astor, Sir Harold Boldero, Sir Henry Dale and Professor Cyril A Keele10. The influence of Samson Wright's ideas in the teaching of physiology as a basis for the study of clinical disease continues to this day.
